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outbreaks have been reported in the United States in recent years, the
problem does persist. The nature and control of the problem, including
application of microbiological criteria, has been reviewed recently (ICMSF,
1980, 1985). The following is a brief summary of these considerations.

The hazard of staphylococcal food poisoning presented by cheese is
limited largely to hard varieties, i.e., Cheddar and similar types and Swiss
or Emmenthaler. Although S. aureus has been demonstrated to grow in
certain other varieties, i.e., Gouda, Brick, Roquefort, Blue, and Moz-
zarella, their involvement in outbreaks has been rare or unreported (ICMSF,
1980). At some point during manufacture and subsequent handling, the
first group of cheeses undergoes a sufficiently long period at moderate
temperatures, which permits growth of lactic starter cultures. Impairment
of such growth during these periods permits relatively unrestricted growth
of various other organisms that may be present, including S. aureus. If
the initial population and period of time of favorable growth conditions
are sufficient, the number of S. aureus may reach several million per gram
of product, at which point hazardous levels of enterotoxin may be present.
Adequate heat treatment of cheese milk, good sanitary practices to avoid
post-heat treatment contamination, and unimpaired starter culture activity
are essential elements of good manufacturing practices for control of
S. aureus in cheese.

Appropriate analytical methods are available for the testing of cheese
and the monitoring of critical control points in cheese manufacture. Ad-
equate and relatively simple methods for detection and enumeration of
S. aureus in cheese are available. 5. aureus enterotoxins may be detected
with specificity, although the procedures are somewhat complicated. Fur-
thermore, a rapid test for staphylococcal thermonuclease is sufficiently
reliable for determining whether a particular lot of cheese may contain
enterotoxin or whether it may be safely released for distribution (see
Chapter 15 of ICMSF, 1985).

At present the incidence of staphylococcal food poisoning by domest-
ically produced cheese does not justify routine testing by regulatory agen-
cies. However, industry should be encouraged to (1) routinely monitor
critical control points for presence or indication of staphylococcal growth
and to (2) test all cheese for S. aureus and/or thermonuclease if abnormal
lactic culture activity occurred during manufacture or if other conditions
that might lead to extensive staphylococcal growth were encountered. FDA
should routinely test all susceptible cheese varieties offered for import for
presence of thermonuclease. This routine testing is advisable as regulatory
agencies generally do not have knowledge of the cheese production con-
ditions. Lots positive for thermonuclease should be further tested for
presence of enterotoxins.